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ABSTRACT

The consumer soclalization process lg diecussed and
g brief summary of a research effort using the concept of
satisfaction in consumer secializaticn research 1s re-
ported. This research employed behavioeral measures of
satisfaction., Finally, a theoretical justificaticm of
the behavioral measures is presented along with problems
encountered with conducting satisfaction research with
toddlers,

INTRODUCTTON

Recently a body of research has begun to emerge
within marketing, but transcending multiple disciplines,
dealing with how consumers learn te select and evaluate
jinformatien In the market place, Although the research
mipht generally be categorized under the title of "con—
sumer soclalization", research in the area has primarily
concentrated on the effects of advertising on children
(Ward, 1972a; Ward, 1972b), children's purchase decision
making {Robertson, 1974a; Ward, 1973) and children's in-
fluence on parental purchases (Robertson, 1974b; Ward,
1972¢). The broad interest of researchers in this area
is to underatand the development of thinking behavior
patterns. 1t {s hoped that by undersatanding these
early developmental patterns consumer educatlen programs
can be developed and public peolicy affected ta influence
latter patterns of consumer behavior. This 1s not a new
goal, for the hypothesis that early childhood experiences
are important 1nfluences on shapling furure behavioral
patterns has, for some time, been a basic tenet of the
behavioral sciences, Although this research hypothesis
iz not new, the fact that researchers in the marketing
discipline have joined the research effort provides an-
other dimension to this research.

Ward (1974) has cited a number of reasecns why re-
search in the area of relating early childhood experi-~
ences to future conaumer behavior may be frultful. Some
of these reasons include

(1) the prediction of adult consumer behavior from
childhood experiences

{2) the formulation of more effective child-related
public policy and consumer education proprams

{3} the development of more effective and efficient
marketing strategy

{4) the synthesils of consumer socialization re-
search Iin the area of conaumer behavior, inter—-genera=
tional consiatency and change and the impact of social
trends on buying behavior

(5) the extension of theory regarding the develop-
ment and soclalization of consumers.

In a recent paper (Bjorklund, 1978) we combined
the concept of consumer satisfaction with the cognitive
deve lopment and Information processing notions used in
the consumer soclalizetion research. The purpose of
that exploratory research was to investigate children'e
aatisfaction with their play environments, where play
cuvironments were defined in terms of the quantity
and quality of toys. It was hoped the research would
provide the impetus for other researchers to undertake
gimllar but more extensive studies so that definitive
statenents could be make to affect (1) congumer adu=
cation programs; (2) public policy and (3} toy manufac-
turers labeling of toys for different age groups. In

that study we emploved béhavioral measures of satls-
faction. These behavioral measures were necessary since
our subjects, toddlers from age twelve months td twenty
monthe, could not respend to traditionsl tasks required
to measure satisfaction.

The purpose of this paper, therefore, is to report
on the (1) thearetical justification of our behavioral
measures and (2) problems encountered in conducting
research on toddlers' satisfaction with their toy environ-
ments.

PAST RESEARCH
Satisfaction

During the last three years the concept of satis-
faction has recelved increased actention from persocns
within and eutside the marketing area. A key area of
concentration in reecent research has beea alternative
approaches to conceptuslizing and measuring satisfaction.
Day (1977) has identiffed two major approaches: the
utility approach and the approach based on prior expect-
ation. BRoth approaches use scales which are not directly
applicable to the study of zatisfaction among young
children. For example, the 1mmaturity of the toddlers
used in our previous study prohibited the use of prier
expectations since subjects had little or no experience
upon which to base their expectations. In addition both
the expectancy and utility approaches have utilized
verbal or written responses. Since our subjects were
unskilled in both verbzl and written responses z new
approach had to be developed to study toddler satis-
faction.

One alternative was the use of behavicral data
gathered during observation of product use, It
seems reasonable to assume that overt behavior during
use of toys would be influenced by & child's satis-
faction with the toys. The lack of prior research in
the marketing literature among very young subjecta as
well as the lack of litersture on satisfaction with
toys regquired the design of new measures., The develop-
mental literature from cegnltive psychology and early
environmental stimulagion were able to provide relevant
direction.

Cognitive Development

A cognitive perapective to consumer socislization
has been identified 2s especlally appropriate (Ward,
1974)., Age-related patterns in information-processing
abilicles can be observed and have been hypothesized
as being linked to subsequent patterns of consumer
behavior, In additien, a cognitive perspective re-
cognizes the importance of the interaction between the
individual and the envirenment.

During the first two years, or what Plaget termed

"the sensori-motar period", toddler's interaction with
the environment 1s based on direct forms of action with-
in the realm of what would be considered play with toys
or toy-like objecta. One major form of interaction with
the environment is that of manipulating objects such

as toys. Piaget (1952) recognized that children derive
satisfaction from their Interactions with cobjects. This



satisfaction helps form an important basis for children's
motivation to continue to grow in the development of
cognitive skills. Although Pilaget does not indicate how
apacific environmental conditions can influence varia=
tions in satiafaction, he does recognize that children
vary in the complexity and richness of thelr cognitive
behavior and that the quality of the environment is one
gource underlying this variation. The malor contributicn
of Plaget's work, rather that focusing on environmental
variables, has enhanced our understanding of how to
distinguish differences in levels of cognitive perfor-
mance.

Kagsn's research (1971) on attention among infants,
for example, utlilized a cognitive framework to distinguish
differences in children’s "play tempo" during their manipu-
lation of toya. Differences in play tempo could be dis~
tinguished as "reflective' or "impulsive" based upon the
measure of the time spent with a coy and the number of
acts performed., Impulsive children used fewer acts per
time unit and spent less time in each toy contact. This
impulsive pattern was found to be stable over time and
was assoclated with weaker levels of cognitive function-
ing. The vpposite pattern was evident among reflective
children.

A second approach taken by cognitively oriented
research has attended to study of the developwmental pro-
gression of play. TFenson {1976), McCall {1974) and Sin-
clair (1970) are ameong the researchers who have identified
a sequential development in the types of acts used by
voung children during their interactions with toys. Three
major classes of behavior have been consistently identi-
fied:

1. the length of time of toy contacts

2. the number of acts performed during a toy contact

3. the type of act performed.

Longer periocds of sustained contact with toys and greater
numbers of acts have potential as behavioral measures of
an increased sense of satisfactlon, If a child were not
satiasfied with a toy, the contact should be brief and con-
tain few explorary acts. The types of behavior demonstrat-
ed should also vary, particularly as children's ages vary.
Therefore, an elder child should be satisfied by different
types of toys than a younger child., This satisfaction
will he reflected, not only in contact time and number of
acts, but in the use of age-related types of acts. For
example, an older child who has a stronger understanding
of the orgapizational qualities of toys may gain more
gatisfaction from these types of toys because they can
better use appropriate types of acts in exploring the toy
category. This concept of a "match" between a child's
level of developmental functioning and the characterisrics
of the environmwent was popularized by Bunt (1961). Some
initial indicationa of the importance of the concept have
been empirically coniirmed by research in the area of
environmental stimulation,

Envircoomental Stimulation

The importance of early cognitive growth and the im—
pact of environmental qualities on this growth, has focus-
ed attention on environmental stimulation. The potential
for environmental conditions to vary in their ability o
stimulate cognitive activity, and thereby affect satis-
facti{on, can be related to investigations of differing
toy environments.

White and Held {1966) were early investigators of
the potential for scceleratipg the cnset of sensorimotor
skillas through an enriched toy environment. Subsequent
studies by Kagan (1971}, White (1973) and Wachs (1976)
have indicated that variarions in home emvironment scimu-
lation levels could have significant long-term effects
on cognitive achievement. Toys were found to be gigni-
ficant variables withipn the home environment.

g0 the subject is in an active and alert state.

Several environmental factors appear consistently
enough to demonstrate thelr potential influence on satis~-
faction among young childrem. These toy conditions are:

1. the predictability {or degree of novelty) in the
toy environment

2, the intensity of the stimulation as defined by
such factors as the number of tovs

3. the availability of types of toys which can be
used in activities which relate to the child's present
level of congitive functioning

4, the variety of the toy environment and the ade-
quacy of the auditory, visual, and tactile stimulation
offered by toys.

There are, therefore, several potential varilations in the
toy environment to be further investigated, including the
effeccs of the quantity and qualitative categories of
Loys.

Viewed together, the three areas of literature -
satiafaction, cognitive develepment and environmental
stimulation - suggest that there 1s consideraltle promise
for research attending to the early measurement of zatis-
faction during play with toy products. Nevertheless,
several problem areas must be considered.

PROBLEMS

Regearch among children under age three has not
been extensive in the behaviecral sciences, and in the
area of consumer soclalizavlion and gsatisfaction, it has
been almost nonexistant. Yet, important theoretical
foundations are being established that require empirical
Justification. DNonetheless, prospective researchers in
this area should be aware of some inherent problems in
several areas:

1. =selecting subjects

2., establishing experimental control on variables

3, determining cbservational measures

Subjects

Acquiring a group of very young subjects fs diffi-
cult. There are few teady-made sources such as school
systems from which a large number of subjects can be ran-
domly seleécted, Day care centers for children under age
two are still relacively few in number, and do not repre-
sent a random cross-section of children.

One alternative 1B selecting a clearly defined
homogenous group., The factors on which homogeneity are
based, however, tend to he external demographics such
as parental educational background or income. Litrle,
if any, thorough developmental assessment of children has
occcurred during the first year to equate children based
on reliable developmental factors - such assessment is
particularly unlikely in terms of cognitive development.
As a result, subjects selected for study can represent a
wide range of Individual differemces in developmental
functioning, making it diffiecult to establish conclusions
based solely on experimental wvariations.

The patential range of developmental differences
zlao makea the selection of age groups difficult. Simple
chronelogical age grouplngs seem to be the only feasible
alternative due to the lack of good assessment measures
(and the time to administer them). If a large enough
gample of children can be acquired, the error of individual
difference can be minimized. However, finding large
groups of children within an age group range of one month
(as was done in the reported study) puts severe cop=-
straints on the population from which a sample 1s drawn.

It should also be mentiomed that very young children
are not highly predictable subjects., Schedullng infanta
and toddlers for an experiment must remain highly flexible
Unfor=



tunately, such a state {s not easily predictable and
simple events can quickly chanpge a contented child into
a frightened and crying one. Therefore, a familar, non-
threatening testing environment must be planned. Having
a parent present during the testing in a passive role
seems to work well toward maintaining a positive state
among children.

Experimental Comtrol
Establishing experimental control on toy variables

also has its complications. Commercial tey products are
far from unidimensional In their characteristics, There-

fore, the experimentor must carefully welgh the toy Factors

utder investigation and conaider how these factors may
be influenced by extraneous confounding variables such

as novelty, complexity, size, color, sound potential, to
name a few. In our study, for example, the definitional
nature of the organizatiomal toy category resulted in
the presences of multiple parts to each toy, which

could have created an in alance in favor of contact with
the organizational toys.

An additional factor to consider seems to be the
child's prior experience with selected toy environments.
In the study of the effects of different quantity and
qualitative categories, this seemed particularly impor-
tant for the measurement of toy quancity effects., The
Inconsistent variation in children's responses to dif-
ferent experimental toy quantity conditions due to age
and sex factors suggested that children may have become
accustomed to aguantity level usually present in their
home environment. Historical data from home cbservation
or longitudinal study combined with direct experimental
control might be considered in future work. Cross-—
cultural comparisons may also be useful in this respect.

The length of time of the experiment also reguires
consideration. A uniform time of ten-minutes was satis-
factory based on the satisfaction indices of time per
contract and acts per contact. Hewever, informal obser-—
vation of differences in children's behavier during the
firsr five minutes as compared to the last five minutes
laad us te conclude that the addition of a time unit to
our measures (i.e, acts per contact per minute) would
have epabled better comparison of behavior. In addition,
a measure which Iincluded a per time unit would have par-
mitted the testing of differemt toy quantity levels to
vary in proportion to the toy numbers. For example, this
could have given children proportienally more time to
explore the toys at 21 roy lewvel,

Observation Measures

Deslgning a svstem for observing phenomenon such
as satiafaction during play presents a umique set of
problems, Although we established measures of satis-—
faction that appear to be well founded in theory, addi-
tional research should be uvndertaken to test the walidity
of the proposed measures.

Assuming the selected measures are valid, obaerving
and recording them accurately becomes a problem. Be-
havieral measuree of play are subject to subtle varia-
tions whieh may be hard to detect. The differences,
howeveyr, may influence interrater relfabliiicy. There-
fore, care must be exercised in preclsely defining de-
pendent measures and bazing these definitions on ob—
Jective behavioral cues. Careful training of observers
must occur with continual retralnlng to check for
significant fluctuations in each rater's coding patterns.

CONCLUSION
A receat study (Bjorkluand, 1978) of children's

satisfacrion within differing toy quantity-qualitative
category environments, used cognitive measures of

play behavior to differentiate satisfaction levels,

The rationale for the study was based on literature
from several disciplines: the literature of consumer
socializacion, which emphasizes the developmental
diffexences in behavlor and the importance of early
experiences toward iarer consumer behavior; the sgatis-
faction literature, which pointed toward the need for
behavioral indicators of satisfaction; developmental
literature, which lead to the selection of indices of
satisfaction and significant environmental alternatives
within the toy environment, This literature, combined
with the results of the experiment have suggested that
while there is considerable prospective for future
investigation in the area of early comsumer behavier,
significant problems must be recognized before pursuing
future research.
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